little more than 100 years ago and the emergence of initial concepts about immunology and allergy followed. The history of Edward Jenner and the first vaccine (smallpox) along with the difficulty of its contamination with diverse infectious agents are well detailed. Interestingly, the religious objection dating back to Jenner's time in the late 1700s that man must not, by using vaccines, interfere with God's will has not abated. Similar arguments, and others, are raised today against using the vaccine for the sexually transmitted human papilloma virus -to prevent cervical cancer -in the United States and the polio vaccine in Nigeria. Some factual errors mar certain chapters, and others are difficult to follow. For example, the chapter on measles also covers diphtheria, pertussis (whooping cough), tetanus, SV40 (simian virus), HIV/AIDS, varicella (chicken pox), hepatitis B, Streptococcus, respiratory syncytial virus, cowpox and the flu epidemic of 1919, a mix sufficient to disturb any reductionist.
Nevertheless, the book has several gems that will intrigue readers. One is the origin of Raggedy Ann, a floppy cloth doll with hair of red yarn that inspired the children's books. It was made for Marcella, the daughter of New York City illustrator Johnny Gruelle, after she fell ill following smallpox vaccination. Raggedy Ann, with her limp limbs, became the symbol of a vaccine-damaged child. Another good anecdote follows the story of Norman McAllister Gregg, an Australian ophthalmologist who in 1941 linked rubella (German measles) infection during the first trimester of pregnancy with birth defects. About 20 years later, almost 50,000 women who were not protected by vaccination became infected with German measles after which 67% of their children had birth abnormalities, many severe. One alternative was illegal abortion, and that discovery became one of the catalysts in legalizing abortion.
The chapter on vaccines and autism presents the conservatism of US Congressmen Dan Burton (Republican, Indiana) and Curt Weldon (Republican, Pennsylvania), their attack on the National Immunization Program and their work with antivaccination groups. They argue that legislatures, as representatives of the people, and not scientists or public-health workers should decide which vaccines to administer to children. The proposition leaves us, to quote Allen, "...punched in the nose by a congressional bully. It does not matter that they were smart kids (scientists, public health officials), he (the bully) still controls the playground. " In the words of the late Democratic senator for New York, Daniel Patrick Moynihan: "Every man is entitled to his own opinion, but not to his own facts. "
What becomes clear throughout this book is that, when facts tangle with culture, culture often wins. For those interested in the politics and debate of compulsory vaccination, and the personalities involved in all sides of the fight, Vaccine is a good read.
